groups.6 In hospital based populations 'chronic alcoholism has been reported in 8 to 18% of 'US private hospital patients,78 with even higher levels in metropolitan public hospitals in the-USA and'UK."'" The rate's in female;inpatients have been reported`tb be one-third to tW6-thirds those of nen.8 ' An estimated 10% of'the United States adUlt population is believed to have a drinking problem."" '4 Published series of patients with microbial keratitis
have not recorded -many alcdOH6ies. 1 a-and 3-haemolytic streptococci, Moraxella spp., and enteric Gramnegative bacilli. Pseudomonas aeruginosa was surprisingly uncommon and found in only four patients (6%). Fungi were also uncommon. Table 3 compares the rates of complications and operations between the alcoholic and non-alcoholic patients. There was a tendency for more severe disease in chronic alcoholics. Self-neglect was probably an important factor. Whereas 52% of the nonalcoholic group presented to an ophthalmologist within 72 hours of developing symptoms, only 21% of the chronic alcoholics had reported by this time. In fact 42% of the alcoholics did not seek medical attention for at least one week. It was notable that a significant minority complained of little or no pain. 
Discussion
Chronic alcoholism was the most prevalent association identified in 227 consecutive patients admitted to LAC-USC with microbial keratitis. As these chronic alcoholics were admitted for ophthalmological treatment and not for alcoholism, it is remarkable that the available lifetime incidence figures of alcohol-related physical diseases were closely comparable to data from metropolitan alcoholic units.1124 This lends support to the methodology but, more importantly, suggests that chronic alcoholism may be a major unsuspected risk factor for microbial keratitis. The alcoholism had usually been overlooked during the ophthalmic admission, as it may have been in other series of microbial keratitis patients. The pathogenesis of microbial keratitis in chronic alcoholics is undoubtedly multifactorial (Table 4) . A history of trauma was obtained in one-third of the cases. That trauma played a significant part in this study was also suggested by the predominance of keratitis in left eyes (interpersonal trauma is more usually inflicted with the right hand) and perhaps by the high prevalence of keratitis in the post-Christmas period. Amnesia, mental illness, and deliberate evasion may contribute to an underassessment of the role of trauma in chronic alcoholics, and may account for many of the patients in whom no predisposing factor was recorded (35%). A primary predisposition for chronic alcoholism per se cannot be excluded.
Self-neglect is emphasised by the duration of symptoms at presentation. Coexisting external There was an increased prevalence of infections caused by such relatively uncommon corneal pathogens as Moraxella, a-and Pstreptococci, and the enteric Gram-negative bacilli. This pattern of infection by organisms with usually low virulence for the cornea was not found in our non-alcoholic patients. It provides indirect evidence to support a significant pathogenetic role for the coagulase-negative staphylococci, 29 which were the most commonly isolated organisms. The pneumococcus was also more prevalent than in recent series.' 172627 It was not possible to reanalyse the microbiological data by the more stringent criteria that have been recently suggested to increase the discrimination from tear film contamination." However, even if the usual conjunctival commensal organisms were to be disregarded (coagulase-negative staphylococci, Bacillus and Branhamella spp.), we believe unjustifiably, 18% of the cases must still be considered polymicrobial, a genuinely high prevalence."
The management of microbial keratitis associated with chronic alcoholism presents a formidable challenge, particularly in the decompensated alcoholic. The alcohol withdrawal syndromes, nutritional deficiencies, and medical complications must be treated urgently and expectantly.32123 The alcoholic patient's co-operation is often difficult to achieve. A sympathetic understanding of the psychopathology of chronic alcoholism, prodigious This work was supported in part by a grant from Research for the Prevention of Blindness (Dr Smith).
